Wills-Documents of Freedom or Tragedy

One of the most significant legal records that impacted an enslaved person’s life was the enslaver’s will.
That single document could provide freedom, or it could bring new horror if enslaved people were
divided among family members or directed to be sold.

Charles Lewis, who lived in Arcola, wrote his will on November 12, 1841. He directed his executors to
sell his real and personal property and divide the proceeds among his designated heirs. After his death,
his will was submitted to the court in 1843 to start the estate probate process.
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The laws during the period of slavery considered enslaved people to be personal property, and they
were inventoried and appraised as part of the estate process. The people enslaved by Lewis were
inventoried and appraised on May 3, 1843, as shown in the document below. The total estate, including
the land he owned, was valued at $14,132.50. The people he enslaved were appraised at $7,200.00,
accounting for 51%, of his total estate.

Note the appraisals for Jane Turner, Joe Sprawling, and Lydia Hogan. They were considered a liability
against the estate (an encumbrance), probably due to old age, an iliness, or a disability that prevented
them from working. Each was valued at “less than nothing” and estimated to cost the estate $100.00.

Sometimes the last names of enslaved people were recorded, as was the case for Lewis’s estate. The
instances of the same surname, especially Henderson and Simmes, clearly indicates family connections.
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Another step in the probate process was accounting for the funds, both income and expenses, handled
by the executors. The document below shows several transactions involving enslaved people. Henry
Simms was sold for $431.04 around May 10, 1844. George Henderson was hired out for $47.00 then
sold on January 10, 1845 for $425.00. The second image shows the accounting entry for the income of
the sale of unnamed enslaved people for $6,350.00.
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This example is from the estate of Joseph Lewis Jr., a relative of Charles Lewis above, who died in 1834.
In the 6% clause of his will, written in 1830, he emancipated all of the people he enslaved except a
woman named Maria. She was to remain in bondage with Lewis’s wife Elizabeth until Maria reached the
age of thirty-five. Research has shown that this family was the Bryant family.

Freedom for Madison and Lee was also conditional. If Lewis died before they reached age 25, his
executors were instructed to hire them out so they could learn a trade. They would remain enslaved
until each arrived “to the age of twenty five years and no longer.”
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The story of the Bryant family does not end here. The accounting for Joseph Lewis Jr.’s estate shows that
settlement of the estate dragged on for several years. Records show there were lawsuits against men
who purchased land from the estate but had not paid in full. During this time, certain enslaved people
who were supposed to be freed, and perhaps all, remained in bondage. The document below is a page
from the estate accounting, and it shows the hiring out of Grigg during the years 1836 through 1838.
Research indicates the Bryants were eventually freed as per the directive in Lewis’s will.
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